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• Floodway: The regular channel of a river, stream, or other watercourse plus the additional, 
adjacent land area that must stay unobstructed to allow the base flood to be discharged without 
increasing the water surface level more than one foot.  

• Density Fringe Area: A portion of the special flood hazard area where a floodway cannot 
reasonably be determined and mapped. The density fringe areas are located on the lower 
Snohomish and Stillaguamish Rivers.  Density fringe is a classification of SFHA that is unique to 
flood mapping in Snohomish County. Development in these areas is limited based on maximum 
density of development and maximum obstruction from development.  

 
Figure 1 (SCC Figure 30.91F.410) 
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After an extensive review and appeal period (12 years), FEMA issued a letter of final determination to 
the County on December 19, 2019, stating that a new FIS and set of FIRMs will become effective on June 
19, 2020. As such, the County must adopt the updated maps and study prior to their effective date to 
continue its enrollment in the NFIP.  
 
A significant process was undertaken by FEMA, which included opportunities for community 
participation, review, and appeal. The following is an outline of the process: 
 

• On January 12, 2007, Snohomish County was notified by the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) of proposed Base Flood Elevations (BFEs) that would affect the Flood Insurance 
Study (FIS) and the FIRMs.  

• On January 24, 2007, a statutory 90-day appeal period was initiated through publishing of notice 
of proposed BFE was published in the Seattle Times.  

• Updated draft preliminary FIRM panels and FIS reports were sent to the County on September 
28, 2010, July 22, 2016, and July 31, 2017, which included opportunities for comment. 

• On February 1, 2018 the County was notified of proposed modified Flood Hazard 
Determinations (FHDs). 

• On February 15, 2018, a second statutory 90-day appeal period was initiated through publishing 
of notice of proposed BFE in the Daily Herald. 

• On December 19, 2019, Letter of Final Determination was issued to the County. 
 
Additionally, on January 16, 2019, Snohomish County staff met with members of the State of 
Washington Department of Ecology, the state agency that coordinates the state NFIP, for a Community 
Assistance Visit (CAV). Following the visit, the Department of Ecology issued a CAV report on October 24, 
2018, outlining a number of actions the County needed to undertake prior to closure of the CAV.  
 
Within the report, a number of code changes were identified by the NFIP State Coordinator that need to 
be implemented into local codes. Because of the large scope of this project, and the limited timeline to 
adopt the updated FIRMs, the code update is projected to be divided into two phases. This is phase 1, 
which proposes local adoption of the updated FIRMs and FIS and a number code updates, outlined in 
detail below. Phase 1 needs to be adopted prior to the June 19, 2020 effective date for the FIS and 
FIRMs. 
 
PROPOSED CODE AMENDMENTS 
The proposed amendments to Snohomish County Code would alter SCC 30.43C, 30.65, and 30.91. The 
following text outlines the proposed code changes proposed in this phase of the project: 
 
Adopt Updated Flood Insurance Rate Maps. Section 30.65.040 SCC will need to be updated to facilitate 
the adoption of the updated flood insurance study (FIS) and flood insurance rate maps (FIRMs). The 
maps are also referenced in SCC 30.65.240(2), which identifies the density fringe areas.  
 
  

DFIRM 
Index # - File Name: 2.0003 - Planning Commission Staff Report_DFIRM Phase 1_2.18.20.pdf



 
STAFF REPORT: CODE UPDATE FOR DIGITAL FLOOD INSURANCE RATE MAPS  
FEBRUARY 18, 2020 
PAGE 4 OF 11 
 

Shallow Flooding Areas. The updated FIRMs include a new classification of special flooding area to 
Snohomish County called shallow flooding areas. They appear on FIRMs as AO zones and include depth 
designations, ranging from 1 to 3 feet. Shallow flooding areas appear on the updated FIRMS along the 
Sultan and Skykomish Rivers. Because these areas appear on the maps, a section will need to be 
adopted into chapter 30.65 SCC that assigns standards for development within them. Specific minimum 
standards for these areas are determined by FEMA and the Department of Ecology and are shown in the 
language contained in Appendix A, as reflected in the September 9, 2019 Washington Model Flood 
Damage Prevention Ordinance.  
 
Coastal High Hazard Areas. Similar to shallow flooding areas, updated FIRMs will include a second new 
classification of special flood hazard area called coastal high hazard areas. They appear on FIRMs as 
zones V1-30, VE, and V and are located in many areas along the cost of Puget Sound. These areas have 
special flood hazards that are associated with high velocity waters from surges. Specific minimum 
standards are set by FEMA and the Department of Ecology, and, similar to standards for shallow flooding 
areas, language comes from the Washington Model Ordinance and is included in Appendix B. 
 
Permitted Uses in the Density Fringe. As described above, the density fringe area are areas of high risk 
of flood damage where conventional floodway areas have been difficult to delineate. Special standards 
have been established in these areas that are intended to: 1) foster the continued agricultural use of 
farmlands; and 2) maintain an acceptable level of flood hazard protection. A list of uses that are 
permitted within the density fringe are included in SCC 30.65.280.  
 
The proposed amendments would expand the list of permitted uses in the density fringe area in the 
south Snohomish Urban Growth Area (UGA). In July of last year, the Planning Commission 
recommended approval, and County Council approved, General Policy Plan 19-4 that revised policy LU 
1.A.12to broaden the uses allowed in urban growth areas located within the floodplain. The amended 
policy allows those uses that comply with the requirements of SCC 30.65 (Special Flood Hazard Areas). 
The proposed amendments would implement that policy by including uses allowed in the LI – Light 
Industrial zone, while excluding those uses that are not appropriate in the special flood hazard area. The 
density fringe in the south Snohomish UGA has an underlying zoning of LI – Light Industrial or IP – 
Industrial Park. Updating the permitted uses, while maintaining the other restrictions will further 
implement the stated intent of the density fringe areas. 
 
Floodplain Administrator. Add a new section to 30.65 that specifically identifies the floodplain 
administrator and assigns duties and responsibilities to the floodplain administrator. The floodplain 
administrator’s duties include:  
 

1) Reviewing applications for special flood hazard permits for compliance with the requirements of 
Title 30 SCC;  

2) Notifying FEMA of any annexations that occur within the SFHA;  
3) Utilizing other data in zones where a base flood elevation has not been provided in the FIS in 

order to administer the requirements of chapter 30.65; and  
4) Obtaining and maintaining information regarding development in the flood hazard area.  
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Habitat Assessments. According to state NFIP regulations, habitat assessments are required as a part of 
being issued a flood hazard permit. Despite this regulation, existing county code does not have language 
explicitly requiring these assessments. To improve the transparency of the flood hazard permitting 
process, the amendments proposed by this report would add a new section to chapter 30.43C SCC, 
specifically addressing these requirements. 
 
Definitions. In addition to the code updates included above, there are a number of definitions that need 
to be added or updated that will help align Snohomish County Code with the requirements of the NFIP. 
The new and updated definitions, unless they are directly associated with other changes listed above, 
should not impact standards, they will simply improve the usability of the code and better align it with 
national standards.  
 
Terms that are proposed for updating include: Development in the special flood areas; flood or flooding; 
floodplain or flood-prone area; floodproofing; floodway; lowest floor; start of construction; structure; 
and substantial improvement.  
 
New definitions include: Alteration of watercourse; area of shallow flooding; area of special flood 
hazard; base flood elevation; breakaway wall; costal high hazard area; flood elevation study; floodplain 
administrator; functionally dependent use; highest adjacent grade; historic structure; mean sea level; 
and reasonably safe from flooding. 
 
OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED FINDINGS 
The following are key findings related to compliance with Washington state law and Snohomish County 
policies, with additional findings which will be included in the ordinance.  
 
Compliance with State Law 
The Growth Management Act (GMA) contains planning goals, contained in Revised Code of Washington 
(RCW) 36.70A.020, which guide the development of local comprehensive plans and development 
regulations. The following planning goals apply to these proposed code changes: 
 
GMA Goal 10 – “Environment. Protect the environment and enhance the state's high quality of life, 
including air and water quality, and the availability of water.”  
 
Analysis: Special flood hazard regulations specifically work to protect development from flood damage, 
but they work to protect watercourses and other water bodies and water quality by placing restrictions 
on development in close proximity of these areas. Additionally, the proposed amendments include 
adding language specifically requiring habitat assessments to protect the environment and enhance the 
state’s high quality of life.  
 
Compliance with the Snohomish County Comprehensive Plan 
The proposed amendments are consistent with and will help implement the goals, objectives, and 
policies contained within the Snohomish County Growth Management Act Comprehensive Plan 
(GMACP) – General Policy Plan (GPP). The following goals, objectives, and policies apply to the code 
amendments being proposed by this report.  
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Objective LU 1.A – “Establish UGAs with sufficient capacity to accommodate the majority of the county's 
projected population, employment, and housing growth over the next 20 years. 
 

GPP LU 1.A.12 – “Urban growth areas which are located within the floodplain, as identified in 
chapter 30.65 SCC (Special Flood Hazard Areas), shall comply with all provisions of that chapter, 
Annexation agreements shall ensure the continued implementation of this policy except that the 
annexing city or town may revise the list of allowed uses in the density fringe area once the area 
is annexed, provided that the city or town complies with the two percent maximum allowable 
density and the fifteen percent maximum allowable obstruction regulations in chapter 30.65 SCC 
and the purpose and intent of chapter 30.65 SCC are upheld.. 

 
Analysis: The proposed amendments are consistent with Land Use Policy 1.A.12. According to this policy, 
land that is located within both the UGA and the SFHA is required to comply with chapter 30.65 SCC, 
including any amendments to that chapter. 
 
Objective NE 3.D – “Designate and protect frequently flooded areas pursuant to the Growth 
Management Act.” 
 

GPP NE 3.D.3 – “The county should meet the requirements of the National Flood Insurance 
Program.” 
 
GPP NE 3.D.4 – “The county should participate in the National Flood Insurance Program 
Community Rating System (CRS).” 

 
GPP NE 3.D.5 – “The county should incorporate new science and analysis of flood hazards into its 
regulations and mapping as they become available, including accounting for increases in future 
flood flows, sea level rise and tsunami risk.” 

 
Analysis: Adoption of the proposed code amendments will facilitate further implementation of GPP 
Objective 3.D by adopting the newest flood maps and updating regulations in the special flood hazard 
area to protect areas that are frequently flooded. Further, adoption of updated maps and updating 
codes is required for participation in the National Flood Insurance Program and Community Rating 
System. Finally, as is indicated in 3.D.5, adoption of the updated FIS will incorporate new science and 
analysis of flood hazards into local regulations and mapping.  
 
PROCEDURAL REQUIREMENTS 
The proposed ordinance complies with all state law and Snohomish County Code procedural 
requirements. The following provides an outline of key procedural requirements: 
 
Environmental Review 
Staff is in the process of completing a State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) checklist, which will be 
published at least fourteen (14) days in advance of the Planning Commission hearing. 
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Notification of State Agencies 
As is required by RCW 36.70A.106(1), notification of intent to adopt the proposed code changes was 
transmitted to the Washington State Department of Commerce on February 19, 2020. 
 
PDS RECOMMENDATION 
Planning and Development Services recommends approval of the proposed code amendments outlined 
by this staff report.   
 
Cc:  

Ken Klein, Executive Director, Snohomish County Executive’s Office 
Barb Mock, Director, Planning and Development Services 
Mike McCrary, Deputy Director, Planning and Development Services 
Ikuno Masterson, AICP, Manager, Planning and Development Services 
Yorik Stevens-Wajda, AICP, Senior Legislative Analyst, Snohomish County Council 

 
Attached: 

Appendix A: Washington Model Flood Damage Prevention Ordinance Standards for Shallow Flooding 
Appendix B: Washington Model Flood Damage Prevention Ordinance Standards for Coastal High 
Hazard Areas
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APPENDIX A: WASHINGTON MODEL FLOOD DAMAGE PREVENTION ORDINANCE 
STANDARDS FOR SHALLOW FLOODING AREAS (AO ZONES)  

(REVISED 9/09/2019) 
(44 CFR 60.3(c)7, 8 and 11) 

 
Shallow flooding areas appear on FIRMs as AO zones with depth designations. The 
base flood depths in these zones range from 1 to 3 feet above ground where a clearly 
defined channel does not exist, or where the path of flooding is unpredictable and where 
velocity flow may be evident. Such flooding is usually characterized as sheet flow.  In 
addition to other provisions in this code, the following additional provisions also apply in 
AO zones: 
 

1. New construction and substantial improvements of residential structures and 
manufactured homes within AO zones shall have the lowest floor (including basement 
and mechanical equipment) elevated above the highest adjacent grade to the structure, 
one foot or more above* the depth number specified in feet on the community’s FIRM (at 
least two feet above the highest adjacent grade to the structure if no depth number is 
specified).  

 
2.  New construction and substantial improvements of nonresidential structures within AO 

zones shall either: 
 

a) Have the lowest floor (including basement) elevated above the highest adjacent 
grade of the building site, one foot or more above* the depth number specified on 
the FIRM (at least two feet if no depth number is specified); or 

 
b) Together with attendant utility and sanitary facilities, be completely flood proofed to 

or above that level so that any space below that level is watertight with walls 
substantially impermeable to the passage of water and with structural components 
having the capability of resisting hydrostatic and hydrodynamic loads and effects of 
buoyancy. If this method is used, compliance shall be certified by a registered 
professional engineer, or architect as in section 5.2-2(3). 

 
3.  Require adequate drainage paths around structures on slopes to guide floodwaters 

around and away from proposed structures. 
 
4.  Recreational vehicles placed on sites within AO zones on the community’s FIRM either: 

 
a) Be on the site for fewer than 180 consecutive days, or 
 
b) Be fully licensed and ready for highway use, on its wheels or jacking system, is 

attached to the site only by quick disconnect type utilities and security devices, and 
has no permanently attached additions; or 

 
c) Meet the requirements of subsections (1) and (3) above and the anchoring 

requirements for manufactured homes (Section 5.1-1(2)). 
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APPENDIX B: WASHINGTON MODEL FLOOD DAMAGE PREVENTION ORDINANCE 
STANDARDS FOR COASTAL HIGH HAZARD AREAS (V ZONES) 

 (REVISED 9/09/2019) 
44 CFR 60.3(e)(2 – 8) 

 
Located within areas of special flood hazard established in Section 3.2 are Coastal High Hazard 
Areas, designated as zones V1-30, VE, and/or V. These areas have special flood hazards 
associated with high velocity waters from surges and, therefore, in addition to meeting all 
provisions in this ordinance, the following provisions shall also apply: 

 
1. All new construction and substantial improvements in zones V1-30 and VE (V if base 

flood elevation data is available) on the community’s FIRM shall be elevated on pilings 
and columns so that:  

 
a) Elevation: 

 
i)   Residential Buildings 
 
     The bottom of the lowest horizontal structural member of the lowest floor 

(excluding the pilings or columns) is elevated one foot or more above the 
base flood level.   

 
ii)   Nonresidential buildings 
 
      The bottom of the lowest horizontal structural member of the lowest floor 

(excluding the pilings or columns) is elevated one foot or more above the 
base flood level or meets the elevation requirements of ASCE 24, 
whichever is higher; and  

 
b)  The pile or column foundation and structure attached thereto is anchored to resist 

flotation, collapse and lateral movement due to the effects of wind and water loads 
acting simultaneously on all building components.  Wind and water loading values 
shall each have a one percent chance of being equaled or exceeded in any given 
year (100-year mean recurrence interval). 

 
 A registered professional engineer or architect shall develop or review the structural 

design, specifications and plans for the construction, and shall certify that the design and 
methods of construction to be used are in accordance with accepted standards of 
practice for meeting the provisions of subsections (1)(a)(i) and (2)(a)(ii). 

 
2.  Obtain the elevation (in relation to mean sea level) of the bottom of the lowest structural 

member of the lowest floor (excluding pilings and columns) of all new and substantially 
improved structures in zones V1-30, VE, and V on the community’s FIRM and whether 
or not such structures contain a basement. The (Floodplain Administrator) shall maintain 
a record of all such information.  

 
3. All new construction within zones V1-30, VE, and V on the community’s FIRM shall be 

located landward of the reach of mean high tide. 
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4.  Provide that all new construction and substantial improvements within zones V1-30, VE, 

and V on the community’s FIRM have the space below the lowest floor either free of 
obstruction or constructed with non-supporting breakaway walls, open wood lattice-work, 
or insect screening intended to collapse under wind and water loads without causing 
collapse, displacement, or other structural damage to the elevated portion of the building 
or supporting foundation system. For the purposes of this section, a breakaway wall 
shall have a design safe loading resistance of not less than 10 and no more than 20 
pounds per square foot. Use of breakaway walls which exceed a design safe loading 
resistance of 20 pounds per square foot (either by design or when so required by local or 
state codes) may be permitted only if a registered professional engineer or architect 
certifies that the design proposed meets the following conditions: 

 
a)  Breakaway wall collapse shall result from water load less than that which would 

occur during the base flood; and 
 
b)  The elevated portion of the building and supporting foundation system shall not be 

subject to collapse, displacement, or other structural damage due to the effects of 
wind and water loads acting simultaneously on all building components (structural 
and non-structural). Maximum wind and water loading values to be used in this 
determination shall each have a one percent chance of being equaled or exceeded 
in any given year (100-year mean recurrence interval).  

 
If breakaway walls are utilized, such enclosed space shall be useable solely for parking 
of vehicles, building access, or storage. Such space shall not be used for human 
habitation. 
 

5.  Prohibit the use of fill for structural support of buildings within zones V1-30, VE, and V on 
the community’s FIRM. 

 
6. Prohibit man-made alteration of sand dunes within zones V1-30, VE, and V on the 

community’s FIRM which would increase potential flood damage.  
  
7.  All manufactured homes to be placed or substantially improved within zones V1-30, V, 

and VE on the community's FIRM on sites: 
 
a)  Outside of a manufactured home park or subdivision, 
 
b)  In a new manufactured home park or subdivision, 
 
c)  In an expansion to an existing manufactured home park or  
 subdivision, or 
 
d)  In an existing manufactured home park or subdivision on which a manufactured 

home has incurred “substantial damage” as the result of a flood; shall meet the 
standards of paragraphs (1) through (6) of this section and manufactured homes 
placed or substantially improved on other sites in an existing manufactured home 
park or subdivision within zones V1-30, V, and VE on the FIRM shall meet the 
requirements of Section 5.2-3. 
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8. Recreational vehicles placed on sites within V or VE zones on the community’s FIRM 

shall either: 
 

a)  Be on the site for fewer than 180 consecutive days, or 
 
b)  Be fully licensed and ready for highway use, on its wheels or jacking system, 

attached to the site only by quick disconnect type utilities and security devices, and 
have no permanently attached additions; or 

 
c) Meet the requirements of subsections (1) and (3) above and the anchoring 

requirements for manufactured homes (Section 5.1-1(2)). 
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